
Introduction

Amharic (Amarinya) is Ethiopia's state language. Its

name originates from the word *amhara' (more exactly pro-
nounced now as *amara*), which is the ethnic name of the
predominant population group in present- day Ethiopia — the
Amharas. However, the origin of *Amhara* (*amara') is not
quite clear. More often than not the word is liniced to the
name of the central province in the ancient Ethiopian state
whose original inhabitants were, apparently, members of the
ancient Amharic tribes,

Amharic is spoken by a vast majority of the popula-
tion of Ethiopia , There is no precise data, but it is as-
sumed that at least one- third of the country's inhabitants
(about 8 million) regard Amharic as their native tongue.
Besides much of the vast country's multilingual population
uses Amharic as a second language, which explains, above,
all, the dominating position of Amharic, reflected in Ethiopia's
Constitution. For instance. Article 125^ of the Constitution
states: "Amharic is the main official language of the Ethiopian
Empire",

Another Ethiopian publication dealing with the countrx^'s
population and languages, indicates: "Ethiopia's populat i > i

is more than 2 3 million people. They live mainly on th*

fertile mountain plateaus and consist basically of three ethnic
groups: the Hamitic Ethiopian group, which over a lengthy
period had mixed with the Semites migrating from the Arabian
peninsula; the group of Cushitic tribes (Agau, Beja, Siciamo
and others) w^ho did not mix with the peoples entering the
country; and finally, the group of Negro origin whose
representatives came to Ethiopia in the XVIIth century from
the banks of the White Nile, In addition to the four main
languages — Amharic, Tigrinya, G-alla and Somali — , lh<

country's population also speaks many small languages.
Amharic is Ethiopia's state language, with English the pre-
ferred foreign one"2.

In the books that in the past appeared in Russian cind
West European languages one can come across the term
"Abyssinian language", and also the country's name in-
dicated as Abyssinia. This word originates from the name
of the ancient Habashat tribe, mentioned in one of the in-

scriptions of the ruler of the ancient Aksum state of Ezana
(rv^th century). The name might have made its way into



European languages and specifically Russian, via Aj^abic,
beginning somewhere at the end of the Xllth century.^

The ancient G-reeks called the people that lived to the
south of Egypt — aithiopos, i.e. "sun- burnt faces", and the
vast country where those people resided — Aithiopia. This
in the course of time changed into Ethiopia, the official

name today.
The word "Abyssinia" is not employed now as the name

of the state. Modern Amharic has retained the word hab£sa
(ab€sa), which is used in the meaning of "native inhabitant",
as opposed, for instance, to f£rfn§ "European", "white man".
To achieve greater precision habcsa (abesa) could also be
translated as "Abyssinian", an adequate term.

Amharic belongs to the Ethiopian branch of the South-
ern Semitic languages. Most scientists divide Ethiopians
Semitic languages into two groups — the northern and south-
ern,^ Related to the northern group are Geez (Ethiopic, or
Ancient Ethiopic), a dead language now, and also the living
languages of Tigre and Tigrinya. The southern group in-
cludes Amharic, G-urage, Harari, Argobba and Gafat.

According to M.Cohen the individual Abyssinian languages
are the. result of a parallel evolution of many close South
Arabic dialects which on the African continent were sub-
jected to the influence of the Cushite languages, gradually
and to a greater or lesser degree pushing out the latter.^

The lengthy interaction between the Semitic Amharic lan-
guage and the Cushite languages surrounding it, many being
pushed out in the process, resulted in Amharic visibly de-
viating from the usual structure of Semitic languages.^

Actually there are no. dialects in Amharic that differ
greatly from each another. One can conditionally distinguish
three territorial dialects; Gondar, Gojam and Shoa. Such
division is based on insignificant local peculiarities. The
Shoa dialect, centred on Addis- Abe ba, may be regarded as
the dialectal base of literary pronunciation and the literary
language described in this book. In an earlier period the
literary pronunciation was apparently regarded as centering
on the city of Gondar w^hich was the Amharas* capital during
periods of the XVllth, XVIIlth and XTXth centuries.

The first known writings in Amharic, dated XlVth century,
were "the songs of war".^ The literary Amharic, long ham-
pered by Geez, Abyssinia's traditional written language,
began its intensive development only in the late XlXth century.
At first, translations from Geez appeared. Then original
literature began to develop. This process was particularly
rapid after the country's liberation from Italian fascism. The
emergence of modern, well- equipped printing shops provided
a new impetus for publishing, and, hence, for literary de-
velopment. Currently the press plays a big role, and stories,
novels and plays are being published on an increasing scale.
One can now say that nearly all the literary genres are
represented in modern Amharic,



Considerable number of works on the Amharic lan-
guage began to appear already in the XVtlth century. The
Amharic grammar^ and dictionary^ published in 1698 in

Frankfurt- am- Main by lov Ludolf was a great achievement
for Amharic studies of that time. These works marked the
beginning of a regular study of the language and preserved
their practical and scientific importance until the publica-
tion in the mid-XlXth century of the w^orks of missionary
Ch.W.Isenberg. In 1879 w^as published an important work
by the German Semitologist P. Praetorius entitled "The
Amharic Language" 1^. In France in 1881 appeared "The
Dictionary of Amharic" by A. d'Abbadie^^^ which continues
to be a w^ork of importance. A considerable contribution to

the study of Amharic was made by the eminent Italian

Orientologist I.G-uidi, the author of many substantive Scientif
papers, a comprehensive Amharic- Italian dictionary ^ -^ and
an elementary grammar of Amharic. -^^ A new^ stage in

studies of Amharic language was opened up by the works
of the eminent French linguist M.Cohen. His treatises^^
provided a much fuller outline of Amharic grammar than tha
of his predecessors. Among other works (see Bibliography)
one should note those by the Ethiopian scientist Gr.J.Afevor
the author of an Amharic grammar and a special monograph
on the Amharic verb, published in Italian. ^6

Among the works written in Amharic by present-day
Ethiopian authors the most interesting ones are, in our
view: "The Amharic grammar based on new lines" by
Blata M^'rsa'e Hazfn Woldc Qirqos. First published in 1943
and subsequently reprinted a number of times; the last
being the 1956 editionl*?, then "The introduction into phi-
lology" by T£kle-Maryam Fantaye.^S "The Development of
a Language, or How Amharic developed", by Bf'amnet
G-Cbr£ Amlak , the "Ethymological dictionary of Amharic"
by T£ferra Worq Aramde^O ^nd "The Amharic dictionary"
by Tesemma Habt£ Mika*el Ga^aw^l,

Before the G-reat October Socialist Revolution very
few people took interest in Amharic. The only and relatively
unimportant work on the subject was a book containing the
Amharic alphabet and several dozen words. This publica-
tion appeared in the late XlXth century.^-

In the Soviet Union informative treatises on Amharic
were published in the 1930's by Prof. N.V.Yushmanov (see
Bibliography), The most prominent of these is the Amharic
grammar mentioned above and first appearing in 1936. A
number of articles on various aspects of Amharic grammar
were published in 1959-1974 by E.B.Gankin, E.G.Titov
and otner authors (see Bibliography). Jointly with Kebbede
Desta, an Ethiopian scholar,* E.B.Gankin compiled Russian-
Amharic dictionary which appeared in 1965. 1969 saw the
publication of E.B.Gankin*s "The Amharic- Russian Diction-
ary."
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